Able Seaman Ishmael Green
I in the air now. This moment lasts and lasts. I see myself, my shadow, on the water; my arms out in front of me, my boots. I shine my boots each day. The sun is in my boots and in the water.
No one could say this ain't happenin. Is broad daylight; everyone can see this happenin. Not a dream; not.
I in the air now and there ain't no sound. I don't even smell the sea. It is make me sick ever since that time, but not now. Now I don't smell nothing. I will be in time. This time I will be. Not like the last. So many before, so many you couldn't decide who to choose, which way to go. You just grab and grab and whoever was closest was who you get. Not like now: the silence, the time, this moment that lasts and lasts. This wasn't there before. There wasn't no pausin, no space. Just a flashin.
In this moment there is time for me to look away from my boots, from my hands. Time to look through the sun in the water, down through to them. The same three. Always the same three: the woman and the two men. Why them? I ain't even see them before.
There was others but not them; I didn't see them. Now they call to me and call to me, hands outstretch. I hear them but they mouths don't move. They say: "Libere nou! Libere nou!" and I understand. I understand, I tell you. And I flyin; I over the water. I got to do this if they goin' be free; I got to do this if they goin' be saved. If I goin' sleep again, really sleep.
The First Life of Silvi Bastien
Fatima, my grandmother was a great storyteller. She loved to tell me tales while we sat watching the rain. Her stories were always clever, always funny. I understood the lessons they taught.
In Fatima's tales Hare always made a fool of Hyena. In Fatima's tales it was always better to be smart than to be strong. But Fatima isn't here. I will never again see her spit into the fire like a man and squint in the smoke. I will never again see her throw her head back to laugh at my father. I am not like Fatima and she isn't here. So I'm making my own story. Even though it's probably not clever. Here in my head I'll make a tale that one day, I pray, I'll live to tell. And maybe the listeners can tell me what it means:
Lizard was carried across the river when the leaf on which she stood was blown off the tree. Lizard got to the other side, but when she looked back across the river, she could not see the tree, the river was so wide.
For the most part, eighteen-year-old Silvi Bastien has been sitting with her eyes closed, as if asleep. Occasionally she has opened them and looked at the sea. But this green expanse itself does not interest her. Her thoughts are elsewhere. Perhaps the rhythm of the waves transports her. Once, she wrapped her arms around her legs and used her knees as a rest for her head. And in this posture she seemed to sleep. To sleep and then to be startled. She jerked her head up and her eyes were opened wide as though she had awakened from a dream; some nightmare. As quickly as it appears, the look departs and she closes her eyes once more in some kind of calm.
"Come back! COME BACK!" She looks for the source of the voice. Ti-Twàn is jumping up and down, waving frantically. He is slim, in his twenties. There is something about his manner that she finds amusing.
Pòl sits, staring at his bare feet in the sand. He mutters, almost to himself. "No use." "Hey! Over here! Over here! HEY!" the young man shouts as loud as he can at a distant, gray boat.
Pòl is older. He doesn't look up from his feet. "It doesn't matter how loudly you shout. They can't hear you."
Ti-Twàn turns away from the boat but still waves at it, frantically. "Maybe you want to stay on this damn island but I want to get to Nassau. I have a wife and family to feed!" "All of a sudden you're a family man." The older man smiles sarcastically. They know how to annoy each other with the least expense of energy.
"Don't get on your high horse with me, Mister. I was at least married before I started overcrowding the world with children."
Before answering, Pòl looks over to Silvi. She pretends not to be listening. He returns the gaze of the one standing between him and the sea. The sport is gone from his eyes. A smile remains but it is not the same smile at all. "You are never leaving this place."
Like a clown with his long limbs and striped red shirt, the younger man comes over. "What's wrong with you today? What happened to Mister 'I have plans. I'm going to make it. I'm going to build a house for Lizèt'? You come all this way to give up?" He is the taller of the two. He reminds the woman of a long skinny bird. He flaps his hands about when he talks as if he were a bird.
Pòl bows his head as before. John C. Prosper, Navigator
They look as if they are praising God stretched out like that, facing the sky. Whose idea was that? Forget it. You're reading too much into it. They carried them out of the water by their arms and legs, and placed them in the sand the same way, outstretched. That's all. Like worship. Why? I wouldn't pray to a God that would let this happen, that would stay up there watching while this happened.
Calm down. Someone's watching. Maybe they're not praising Him; maybe they are begging. Begging to be set free. But they're so bloated, so disfigured. Like their pleading must have been, before it reached God's ear. He didn't hear the message right. He thought they were pleading for that other thing. Not to be spared at all but to be taken, to be free of this life.
That's what happened. A misunderstanding. That's what this whole thing is. How could he be sure what they were saying? All the screaming, the splashing. How could he be sure?
The Second Life of Silvi Bastien
The old woman who made the medicine begged me to run to the mountains. I will not run. I want this. I will not run away, not from them. I inhabit another place; already I am gone. Already I am beyond their touch, beyond pain. As they scream and shout I can hear my mother singing to me her favourite song.
Look at their ugly faces turning red. But I just smile to myself; I feel nothing. As they drag me by my hair I feel nothing, hear nothing. Just the song. Soft brown earth in my fists. I am coming manman. I am coming; it won't be long.
I sense the others watching from a safe distance. I don't want your pity. Stupid wretches, you are the ones who suffer, not me; I am free. I don't want your pity. You let him do it. You let him do whatever he wished.
I do not feel the kicks to my stomach, I do not; I smile still. But my eyes are open. The sun is shining. I look into its light without blinking. Redness in my eyes.
Try. Go ahead. Knock all the teeth out. I will never surrender this smile. It will be a toothless grin. My swollen, busted lips will grin at you. You want me to speak, you want me to confess, you want me to beg for my life, but I want this. Take this body and scorch it, wipe it off the face of creation. That way, when I am a spirit, I will see only those fools over there who look on from a safe distance, feeling sorry for me. Shedding tears. I will see only your red ugly faces.
I wish I could poison the clouds so your flesh withers when it rains. I do not feel the knife. The breast falls to the ground and the onlookers groan. My aunt faints. Familiar voices praying and crying. I will not hear them, I will hear my mother's song.
That is good, take the other as well. Don't pity me, you fools. You are next. This is a slaughter house. Don't pity me. He sucked on that breast; he bit it till it bled; he dug his filthy fingernails into it. And that is not all he did. That is not all he did.
So I gave Benoit some medicine and made him one of us: an animal to the slaughter. I heard that silly wife of his crying over his puffy white corpse. You should thank me. You cry for that swine? Cry for yourself, woman. I should have poisoned you too, you are so damn foolish.
We seven conspirators met on a night full of applauding stars and hypnotic fragrances. We agreed to send them howling to the gates of hell for what they have done. Each of us knew that if we died it would only be a return to Ginen.
All of us now have been caught and hung. No one here would help me except the old woman, but they will never guess that she made the medicine for me. They love her so. I hear we poisoned ten blancs in all. One of my number must have given them my name.
It doesn't matter. I feel nothing, I am in another place. Even with this rope about my neck I smile. There is water running down my legs. No, I cannot feel anything of this.
Good, kill his baby. Kill the ugly thing. It makes me sick to know it's there inside me. Give me the machete and I will cut it out myself. I would love to see your stupid faces when you see that it is an ugly red thing, like him; like yourselves.
In a moment it will be over. I hear myself choking. I want to hear nothing but my dead mother's voice.
Muster a laugh, girl. One last laugh. These tears in my eyes are tears of joy. I must laugh at this, laugh at them. This is not my home. Death is a gift to someone like me. Sing, manman. I fear nothing. You prove nothing. Sing me under the water.
Ti-Twàn Saint Louis Remembers
Below deck. We were on the boat below deck. Packed in tight, no room to move. Like slaves.
It was morning. The light through the cracks, the sound of the women singing. They always sang when the sun came up. They sang to Agwé, they sang to Bon Dye. I spent most of my time since leaving the North coast with my right hand on a young woman's shoulder. I think her name was Minet Baptiste. Full, erect boobs. Maybe once or twice I let my hand slip down from her shoulder in the darkness. Maybe once or twice it fell into her blouse in the middle of the night. But all the fun and games ended that morning, for all of us.
The wind was blowing, the sea was a little rough. We were low on food and water. Had been for days. The Captain broke one fellow's nose because he was complaining about the rationing of the food. But we were almost there. That's what the Captain said, we were almost there. We had already passed a few islands but we were not going to stop until we reached Nassau. In Nassau we could disappear.
Then the folks atop said the military had spotted us. They came at us. They told us to stop. We did not stop. They fired warning shots in the air. They stopped us. Some of them came aboard. The big boat tried to tow us. I heard a loud cracking noise. The walls fell away, the roof caved in, the boat fell to pieces. People falling on top of people. The children were crying, the women were screaming. Water everywhere. People panicking. We were shouting. People were trying to swim. Everyone was afraid. Grasping, splashing and screaming. Water. Salt water. Dying for air. Then . . . then . . . they were on us. Blood everywhere. The poor children. Blackness. Then I remember climbing, clawing, struggling for air. Clawing, climbing, moving bodies out of my way. Moving clawing climbing. No air.
And then I was in the sun again. On this beach. And they were leaving us. They were riding off in their boat and leaving us behind. Leaving us behind.
"HEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEY! COME BAAAAAACK!"
Able Seaman Ishmael Green
He didn't expect the doctor to be so young. He didn't expect her to be a woman. It gave him courage, made him a little angrier. He looks her up and down with a look of disdain. "Ain't nothin wrong with me." "Who said there was?" "I know what they say." "What do they say?" "I know why they send me here. But I ain't crazy." "Who said-" "I DON'T CARE. What I say happen, happen. I'm not crazy. The Commodore, the Minister, they could all go to hell!" She is as calm as can be. She stands to face him, not flinching at all. He's been shouting and she's never stopped looking him straight in the eyes. She smiles and points at the chair.
When she looks away she reaches a hand into the desk drawer and produces a tape recorder. She places it slowly on the table. She picks up her notepad and pen. When she resumes eye contact she places herself comfortably in her chair and adjusts her glasses.
"All I want to do is talk. No one is threatening you here. I don't know what your superiors have done or said. But I'm no threat to you, for sure. My only priority is to help you feel better, Ishmael. I don't answer to the Defense Force." "I only here because they force me. I explained my actions. I explained everything. But no one believes. No one listens." "Look, Ishmael. I will listen, if you calm yourself and sit down." With an open hand upturned, she points out the chair once more.
Ishmael's pained expression becomes a smirk. He doesn't move. "You sit here, when you've heard whatever foolishness they tell you, and you sit here, with this 'I'm you're friend' voice. But you don't believe." "Tell me, then. Tell me your version of it. Start from the start." She turns on the tape recorder.
He walks away from the desk and paces. "It don't matter. They ain't important. They don't count for nothin in this world. We just fish them up and dump them like garbage. We just-" "Slow down, Ishmael." In an instant he's back in front of the desk, shouting. "Slow down Ishmael? Slow down Ishmael? I'm not-" "Yes, you are!" Raising her voice, she stuns him to silence. But quickly the frown she wears returns to a smile. "Of course you are. We all are. OK? It's been said. No one has it all together. No one is entirely free. Only the dead are free. We can't avoid pain, Ishmael. We just have to be resilient."
Finally Ishmael sits. He's willing to entertain the possibility that he's underestimated this one. Not everyone with letters in front of their name is an asshole, necessarily, he thinks to himself. Perhaps this smile of hers is sincere. He considers her for a moment as though she were a freak of nature. But then a smile comes across his face and it's as if he's solved a problem in his head; he's put the doctor back in the box she's supposed to be in, after all. "What you said: 'Only the dead are free.' How you imagine that?" "I don't know that I'm imagining-." "Well, I ain't imagine this either, Doctor. This real. Real as me and you sittin here now. I see what I see. And they can't make me sign no paper. I ain't tellin their lies for them. They can threaten me all they want. I'll get a lawyer. I'm not crazy. You can stick me with your damn needles all you want but you can't fix me, cause I ain't broke."
She blinks and adjusts her glasses again. She turns the tape recorder on. "Begin. Begin at the beginning."
"Why? The end is far more interestin." "Begin at the end then." Ishmael gets up from the chair and walks toward her. She reaches for the phone but doesn't pick it up. She just wants him to know she'll call the guards if she has too. He looks at her hand on the phone and smiles. When he reaches her desk he turns off the tape recorder and sits back down.
"Do you believe in ghosts, Doc?" "Ghosts?" He quickly gets impatient. "You deaf? Ghosts. Occasionally, he will grow restless and his eyes will open to stillness. The night of the deserted streets. The night of abandonment. Still he moves away from sound, still he seeks silence. The refrigerator's hum is the same as the ringing of nothing in his ears. What if he said that this night is with him always now? The night in which only silence lives. What if he said that the last month, two months, have been one long vacant hour? He looks out of the same window indefinitely. Nothing happens. One long Tuesday, 3 a.m. that he inhabits forever.
Prayer of the Passengers of the Mother Mary
Shell of the Sea, Tadpole of the Pond, give us your blessing.
Green-eyed patron of the waters, Captain of the Ship: if we had a rifle we would fire it to signal your arrival.
Protector of Sailors, hear our prayer. The sea is rough. Agwé-taroyo, save us from the shark.
Me't Agwé kote ou ye? Where are you Master Agwé? Don't you see we are on the reef? Lord Under the Water, here is white rum for you to drink. Here is a plate of your favourite food, clean and white. We have placed these on a bark, painted blue, decorated with streamers. Guide us safely across, Agwé-taroyo.
Here is food. We are hungry but the lwa must be fed. Tadpole of the Pond, the sea is rough. The sea is rough.
Agwé, we beg to be spared. We are leaving our homes for good. Enough is enough.
Francois Isidor
Dear Pòl, Como ou ye, garcon? M' pa pi mal. I can't wait for you to join me here in Nassau. It will be so good to have family to live with. My cousin, everything you've heard about this place is true. In two or three days a man can earn what it takes a year to make in Ayiti. Unless of course, you are affranchis. It's amazing. I won't lie. Can you imagine? So many people-dried coconuts just like us-so many of them living in huge homes with electric light, running water, telephones. Two and three cars to a house.
And listen, they are fat with good living here. Everyday, around twilight, when I am heading home with my machete wrapped in brown paper, I see them running in circles and walking up and down, trying to lose all that fat from good living. Especially the women. The men are more shameless; they boastfully display their bellies to the earth and sky. A bunch of glad boukis after a huge feast in a corn field.
Well, you should see me in the fancy shirt and pants I bought on East Street. My God, I look good. I go to Our Lady's Church on East Street every Sunday for mass in that shirt and pants.
A nation of rich, fat black boujwas, that is Bahamas. Imagine. In a way I'm proud of them. I would be prouder still if they didn't talk so badly about us. What you have heard of that too is true. Almost every week someone is on the radio calling for the government to round us all up and ship us back. It is so bad that our people who have children here can hardly get them to speak Kreyol. They can't wait to become Bahamian, to wear baseball caps and pretend that we are not their parents. I don't need to tell you that's it's no different in Dominikani. You know, Pierre, the tailor, told me once that children there change their names to Spanish ones and can barely say M'ap boule.
And these people are truly wasteful, cousin. Garbage cans full to overflowing with useful things and half eaten dinners. I once passed a donut shop and saw one of the young men tossing away dozens and dozens of donuts. I stood there watching in disbelief. I cursed him in Kreyol and I smiled while I did it so he wouldn't suspect anything.
They pay me to pull up weeds and run a lawnmower over their grass. They pay me to take care of a few banana and plantain trees and pull up their cassavas and sweet potatoes. They pay me to pick green peas. They pay me to pour soil here and clip hedges there. They pay me to put a lime tree in the ground and chop down coconuts because they can't climb. And never do they ask me my name or how I'm doing. I have people who love me in this world too but they don't seem to think so.
And after all this time, do they think I don't understand what they say about us? I listen to them on the radio calling us invaders and thieves and devil worshippers. These people are something else, Pòl, something else. They don't want us here but they keep giving us work to do. Why don't they make up their minds.
Oh, did I tell you about the tap-taps? They are bigger and shinier, but not as pretty. And the churches? They are everywhere on this island. I swear, I've seen seven or eight that are the size of Notre-Dame in Port-au-Prince. I think they are competing to see who can build a church that will touch the sky. It reminds of the story of the tower in the Bible.
I miss home, Pòl. I miss my wife and children. Three long years I haven't seen them. FRANCOIS
Captain of the Mother Mary
Tande toutmoun. Tande. You saved your every penny like good little refugees to take this airconditioned cruise aboard this mother: congratulations! Since I have lived in Bahamas half my life I can tell you that it is the land of milk and honey your hungry bellies have longed for. What you do when you get there is no concern of mine. But if you see me in Nassau, act like you don't know me; don't make a scene. Hear this toutmoun: Sharks like the taste of black flesh. Do what I tell you, when I tell you, or so help me you will swim back to this beach or die trying. And you, pregnant woman, keep your legs clamped tight while you are on this boat. I don't need any more passengers. This is my vessel. I am the law. I do not want to hear any bickering or complaining, and I won't tolerate fights. If the water and the food runs out, too damn bad. If you could fly to Miami you would have done it already and then you could have asked the waitress for peanuts, paper napkins or Coca-Cola. The bathroom is located on either side of the vessel: it's spacious and blue. This is my boat, I say again. I have been paid a handsome sum to man it. This is my crew. I have never been caught by the Coast Guard or the Defense Force, but this is my last trip. A wise man knows when to stop gambling. Besides, I am tired of hauling you people up and down the sea, risking my life and receiving nothing but ingratitude and few measly dollars. I have family in Florida and they are ready for me now. Anyway, I want to end my career a winner, so do not bring your bad luck onto this boat. If you know the lwa have never favoured you, do not even look in my direction, and for God's sake shut your mouth. I can always tell bad lucked people by the depressing things they say.
If you see a leak shout out to me and I will take care of it or I will hand you something so you can do it. Leaks are like babies: they always come when you least want them to. Always laugh at the Captain's jokes! See, already you people are making me upset. How do you expect to bring that big bag with you, sister? Do you have a strong stomach that will hold on the waves? That's all you'll need. And I don't like loud growling bellies; they break my concentration. You don't need me running us up on a reef.
Tanpri toutmoun, with this sun on your head all day you can start to see things. Try not to die of thirst. I had two corpses on my hands last time, stinking up my boat! And I don't normally like carrying children but since this is my last trip I am making an exception.
Toutmoun, tande'm. This old crate of tree trunks and rusty nails will get you where you need it to go if you behave yourselves, and if the weather holds. You are in the right hands; I have always had good luck! Still, this is not a speedboat, so don't complain if a coast guard cutter catches up. You cannot get your damn money back.
A couple of you I do not like the looks of, so stay out of my way. I heard you praying to Agwé. That is well and good, but in case you hadn't heard, Bahamians don't know who the lwa are and have no interest in them. 
Able Seaman Ishmael Green
There was others but not them; I didn't see them. They call to me and call to me, hands outstretch. I hear them without they mouths openin. They say: "Libere nou! Libere nou!" and I understand. I understand I tell you. And I flyin; I over the water. I have to do this if they goin' be free, I have to do this if they goin' be saved. If I goin' sleep again. Really sleep. So I flyin. I over the water. They been hauntin me and hauntin me. They come every night. And in the
